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A handful of environmental organizations have joined forces with indigenous groups in Oaxaca
state to ask the Montreal-based North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) Commission on
Environmental Cooperation (CEC) to intervene in the controversy concerning Mexican imports
of genetically modified corn. In its petition to the commission, the group accused the Mexican
government of dragging its feet on the request to investigate whether corn crops in Puebla and
Oaxaca state have been contaminated by genetically modified corn, which has been mixed in some
imports of US corn.
The NAFTA commission is not empowered to require any actions from the Mexican government
but does have the mandate to conduct its own study and make policy recommendations to NAFTA
countries. "Given the lack of movement on the part of the federal government to resolve this
issue, we feel it's necessary to turn to an international agency," said Liza Covantes, coordinator of
Greenpeace Mexico's campaign against genetic engineering.
Other organizations that have joined Greenpeace Mexico in urging the CEC to conduct the study
are the Comite de Recursos Naturales de la Sierra Norte de Oaxaca, the Union de Comunidades
Zapotecas y Chinantecas de Oaxaca (UZACHI), the Grupo de Estudios Rurales y Asesoria (ERA),
the Centro Mexicano de Derecho Ambiental (CEMDA), and the Union de Grupos Ambientalistas
(UGAM).
The federal government's delay in developing a stronger policy on imports of genetically modified
corn may be caused by the division within the Fox administration on the issue. Environment
Secretary Victor Lichtinger is said to fully favor tight controls to prevent the introduction of
genetically modified varieties. The Secretaria de Agricultura, Ganaderia, Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y
Alimentacion (SAGARPA) has raised few objections and, in fact, appears to have quietly encouraged
some producers to grow modified corn, said Greenpeace.
Mexico imposed a moratorium on planting genetically modified corn in 1998, thus preventing any
intentional production of these varieties. But environmental organizations have raised concerns
during the past several years that US imports could contaminate domestic varieties and threaten
Mexico's agricultural diversity (see SourceMex, 1999-10-13).
By some estimates, roughly one-fourth of the 6 billion metric tons of corn imported from the US
annually contains varieties that are altered genetically. "We are not calling for a permanent embargo
on US corn imports," said Greenpeace Mexico executive director Raul Benet. "We simply want
a moratorium until the government can assess the full impact of imports of genetically modified
varieties.
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Scientific journal reverses support for 2001 study
The concerns about contamination from imports appeared to be supported by a study released
by University of California researchers Ignacio Chapela and David Quist last year. The study,
published in the British scientific journal Nature, reported that samples of native-corn varieties
collected from a test plot in Oaxaca contained DNA from genetically modified varieties developed in
the US (see SourceMex, 2001-02-05). Similar tests conducted by the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente y
Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) indicate that 13% of tested corn samples contained DNA that has
been modified.
But Nature has since distanced itself from the results of the study. In a terse statement published
on the journal's Web site in early April, editor Philip Campbell said Nature "has concluded that
the evidence available is not sufficient to justify the publication of the original paper." Rather
than retract the study, Nature published two criticisms of the work, along with a rebuttal from
the authors. The principal complaint of the study's critics was that the researchers misidentified
sequences in the maize genome they believed indicated the presence of transgenic material.
University of Washington researcher Matthew Metz said the corn tested may have well been
contaminated, but the research was inconclusive and failed to address issues such as the extent of
possible contamination or any negative impact. "Evidence for the presence of transgenic DNA in
Mexican maize remains dubious and empirical," said Metz.

Mexican Senate ratifies Cartagena Protocol
The Mexican Senate became involved in the issue in early May after ratifying the Cartagena
Protocol on Biodiversity. The Senate vote came after two years of debate. The protocol, which was
developed in Cartagena, Colombia, in January 2000, provides a framework for countries to address
the environmental impact of bioengineered products.
Environment Secretary Lichtinger said the treaty offers Mexico greater leverage in dealing with
other countries. "The protocol gives us the possibility of requesting that exporting countries
of genetically modified produce provide us with greater information on those products," said
Lichtinger. "We also have the right to seek remedies against companies and governments that do
not provide us with correct information." Greenpeace Mexico was also pleased with the Senate
action. "We congratulate the Senate for recognizing the importance of this instrument, which
offers Mexico greater possibilities to protect its national biodiversity against the negative effects of
genetically engineered products," said Covantes.
But Lichtinger also noted that the protocol is not an effective enforcement tool because the
treaty has only been ratified by a handful of countries. Opposition to genetic modification is not
unanimous in Mexico, with some researchers questioning the fierce campaigns launched by
Greenpeace Mexico and other organizations.
Raul Arriaga, a spokesperson for the seed company Aventis, said several genetically modified
products are already grown in Mexico, such as tomatoes with a longer shelf life, and cotton and
soybeans that are more resistant to disease and pests. Juan Pablo Martinez Soriano, a researcher at
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the Centro de Investigacion y Estudios Avanzados (CINVESTAV) in Irapuato, Guanajuato state, said
there is no evidence that genetically modified agricultural products have caused any harm to the
health of individuals or to the environment.
"In Mexico, we are far behind in research related to genetically modified organisms, not because
researchers do not want to advance or because we lack intellectual capacity," Martinez Soriano
told the daily newspaper Reforma. "It's because we have moratoriums, because we are not allowed
to move forward scientifically." (Sources: Reforma, 03/12/02; Associated Press, Reuters, 04/04/02;
La Jornada, Novedades, 04/25/02; The News, 04/26/02; El Universal, 04/09/02, 04/23/02, 04/25/02,
05/02/02)
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